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"I have never felt so lost in my entire life," Ella realized as she stared out the window
at the pouring rain. She was blocks away from her car when the sky opened up and began
dumping buckets of what smelled like koi pond water on her head. I guess what goes up
must come down, she thought as she looked around her at the swampy water by the sides
of the buildings. The city was filthy.
She had ducked into the first building she saw when the downpour started. She
was wearing a white shirt over a black bra, so running to her car in the rain was not an
option. She imagined her boyfriend Mark's disgust at her careless planning as she walked
back into their apartment drenched with her shirt completely transparent. The building she
happened inside seemed to be a combination of cigar shop and hookah lounge. The cigars
lined the walls, and a group of college kids sat in the middle of the room around a giant
hookah, taking turns passing the hose to each other, their backpacks laying haphazardly
around their feet. Ella's business attire and dripping hair made her feel very out of place
as she stood awkwardly at the entrance and looked at the window, trying not to make eye
contact with the overly-relaxed group of kids in the middle of the room. Every time she
locked eyes with one, she could just imagine him wondering what she was doing in here.
Ella wondered that herself.
She pretended to look at the cigars on display as she walked around the room
wondering what to do with herself. She made her way to the back of the store, past perfumes
and teas and other interesting smelling products. She sniffed at a cigar and regretted it. An
older lady brushed aside a curtain at the back of the room just as Ella arrived at the counter.
"Finding everything all right?" the woman asked in a grandmotherly tone. Ella,
feeling insecure, looked the woman up and down. Not the kind of person I expected to be
running the place, she thought. The woman looked like she should be at home knitting and
watching the home and garden channel.
"I'm just looking around," Ella smiled. "I wanted to get out of the rain."
"Oh, I see." The woman turned away. Ella suddenly felt like she was taking advantage
of her, like she was using the bathroom of a gas station at which she didn't intend to buy
anything. The woman turned to walk away, and Ella searched for something friendly to say
to make up for using the woman's business as a rain shelter.
"I'm so lost," Ella blurted.
"Oh! Do you need directions?" the woman asked.
"No," Ella sighed. "I can get home. I just don't see the point in going there."
The woman nodded and smiled, which surprised Ella. She had expected an awkward
chuckle or more questions. Her cheeks had already started to burn from her sudden over
share. She was not the type of person who dumped her problems on strangers and made
them uncomfortable. In fact, she was not the type of person who carried on a conversation
with a stranger at all, but with all her issues at work that day, and knowing Mark would be
home waiting for her to come up with an idea for dinner, she didn't know where to go or
who to talk to.
"Come on back," the woman turned, and, with a motion of her hand to follow, she
brushed back behind the curtain.
Ella hesitated. Was she going to try to sell her drugs? She wouldn't be surprised if a
place like this sold drugs. Half the pipes on display were probably meth pipes. Ella stepped
around the counter and lifted the curtain with one finger, as if to touch as little of the place
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as possible. Was she being polite or was she really considering
buying drugs? Ella wasn't sure, but she let the curtain fall behind
her.
The curtain led to a tiny, cramped room. There were no
shelves full of shrunken heads or strange floating appendages in
jars like she'd expected. Instead, it looked like any break room for
a crappy office. It contained a small fridge and sink, a card table
with two chairs, some cabinets for food, and a couple shelves in
the back for personal items.
"Have a seat." The woman pulled out one of the chairs by
the card table.
The drugs are probably in those cabinets, Ella thought
as she sat down. The woman waddled to the back shelves and
rummaged in a worn gray bag, the skirts of her dress dancing with
the pace of her elbows. When she turned around, she was holding
a pack of cards. She placed them in three stacks on the table and
sat down in front of Ella, whose face relaxed as she realized she
would not have to turn down a bag of crack.
"Pick a card from each stack and set them face up in front
of you," the woman commanded. With a shaky hand, Ella did as
she was told. Each card contained a minimalistic figure colored in
dark contrasting colors.
The first picture was of a man hanging upside down in a noose, with the
noose tied around one of his feet. The lack of detail made him appear very calm and
expressionless. The second was a man with a white cone-shaped hat sitting in a chair
and surrounded by children at his feet. The third was a simplistic drawing of a sun.
"Your first card is the Hanged Man," the woman said. "This represents your
career."
Ella chuckled. Of course it does, she thought cynically. She was working as
an administrative assistant for an air conditioning and heating
company and had just been denied the promotion to marketing
assistant that she had applied for. It was given to someone who
had been at the company a year less than she had been. Her heated
discussion with her boss about why she didn't get the promotion
was what caused her to leave the office so late that she got caught
in the rain.
"This means you shouldn't make any drastic moves at work
anytime soon because they will not go well for you. Don't take
on any risky projects and try to avoid conflicts with your fellow
employees and superiors," the woman warned.
Ella laughed. "It's a bit late for that."
"And how did that go?" The woman didn't ask it as a
question but said it as if she was reprimanding a misbehaving child.
Ella looked down at her hands in her lap.
"The second card is the Pope. This represents your love life.
The Pope is patient and understanding. He does others' bidding
while not asking for much in return," she said. "Now is the time to
compromise and let arguments go."
"Well that's bullshit," Ella blurted.
The woman smiled knowingly. "Sometimes relationships
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are about pleasing rather than looking for gratification yourself."
Who was this woman to tell her how to be in a relationship? Ella didn't have any
major issues at home, but she wasn't about to start letting Mark walk all over her. He relied
on her too much as it was. Sometimes she even had to stop doing the dishes to see if Mark
would ever do them if she didn't. She thought back to the sink this morning. A bean had
actually sprouted on one of the dirty plates and was beginning to grow into a stalk in the
sink. Still, Ella held out and did not wash it, seeing just how long it would take for Mark to
clean up after himself.
"The third card is the Sun. This represents your mood. The Sun is bright and cheery,
pleasantly lighting up the sky, remaining positive about the day, and making it brighter for
everyone." The woman beamed as if she had just revealed the meaning of life.
"So," Ella began, "I'm supposed to sit back and do nothing about my dead-end
career, wait on my boyfriend hand and foot without asking for anything in return, and, at
the end of the day, be happy to be alive like a total schmuck?" Ella stared at the woman in
sarcastic exasperation.
"It's not everyone's path in life to do great, world-changing things, Ella," the woman
stared calmly back.
Ella gulped. She had never told this woman her name.
The woman remained stoic. "Life will never be smooth if you're constantly fighting
what's meant to happen. Don't fight your path. Be happy you have a job to pay the bills.
Be happy you have a partner to share your life with. Be happy that you're going to have a
healthy baby boy in two years." The woman grinned again.
Ella shakily stood up. Her insecurities and shyness were gone, replaced by panic. She
wasn't aware she was standing until she was walking out the door, past the group of kids
who looked at her like she was crazy. She stumbled out the front door. She had forgotten
that it was raining until she stepped back outside. In the midst of feeling like she might pass
out or vomit, she realized she had forgotten to say goodbye to the woman or ask if she
wanted money for the fortune telling. Then she realized she didn't care.
So this was her life. She was doomed to work passively and care for Mark until she
had a child. Then everyone knew how that life went, and it wasn't one that Ella had ever
wanted. Would she really get so bored with her job and love life that she would change her
mind about not wanting kids in as few as two years? That was the reason she had put off
marrying Mark in the first place. In her mind, the longer she held out on getting married,
the longer she could delay having kids.
Then Ella realized something else. It didn't matter if that woman had any idea what
she was talking about or not. It didn't matter if she was psychic or insane because she was
right. If Ella continued doing what she was doing, hoping for some external event to change
her life, then she would continue to have the life she was having and trying to be happy
about it. She probably would get so bored and fed up that she would let Mark talk her into
marrying him and having a baby. Probably not in two years, but eventually.
She had walked about a block in the direction of her car and stopped. I don't care
if my path is perfectly smooth or if I'm going against fate. This is not the life I want, she
thought, and she turned around. I'm probably going to regret this. In fact, I know I'm going
to regret this. For months while I'm looking for a new job and trying to figure out what to
do with myself, I'll hate myself for this. She stomped angrily back up the street. Angry that
no matter what she did at this point, it would be hard. In the midst of her fury she was
pleasantly relieved when she noticed that her shirt was thick enough to remain opaque
despite being soaked.
She was going to go back to the office and give her boss her two-week notice. If
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she didn't do it now, in her heightened emotional state, she knew she'd realize that
smooth paths, no matter how boring, really are better than rocky ones, and that
choosing rocks over pavement was a stupid and crazy thing to do, and she would
continue on her smooth, boring, and
baby-filled path until she died. She had to
act now before it was too late. Not only
that, but when she got home, she would
actually talk to Mark about his household
duties. It would be a huge, bring-upeverything-awful-you've-ever-done dish
throwing fight. If a bean sprout wouldn't
get Mark to wash a dish, maybe one
hitting him in the head would.
As Ella marched past the cigar
shop on her way back to the office, she
didn't see the old woman smiling at her
through the same window she'd stared
out of only an hour before, feeling so lost.
The woman watched Ella march down
the street and chuckled. She walked past
the group of smokers in the center of
the room, stopping to see if they needed
anything, and waddled back through the
curtain. She then put the pack of cards
away, pulled out a little bag and a pipe,
and sat down at the card table to have a
smoke of her own.
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